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Benthic communities are high biodiversity spots in marine ecosystems; they are considered 
as good bio-indicators for sustainable management.  
Bottom communities have to be adapted to the influences of processes occurring in the 
overlaying water and the most sensitive species will disappear, which will effect the structure 
and the functioning of the communities. Information about the structural and functional 
biodiversity (number of species, biomass-spectra, food-web linkages,...) is required in order 
to understand the functioning and sustainability of an ecosystem. Through experimental 
approaches the functional relationships are investigated in order to understand the 
maintenance of biodiversity patterns, while monitoring programmes allow to survey the 
condition of the marine habitats.  
The relationships between biodiversity and functioning of an ecosystem (with emphasis for 
developing scientific tools for conservation) will be illustrated from coastal systems (North 
Sea and adjacent estuaries) as well as from extreme marine environments (e.g. deep sea, 
Antarctic sediments, ..). 
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Estuaries belong to the most productive ecosystems of the world and hold a very diverse and 
rich biodiversity. However these areas are also under heavy pressure from many human 
activities such us fisheries, land reclamation, dredging etc. In these systems conservation of 
biodiversity is only possible by adopting an ecosystem approach. In this paper we will present 
an ecosystem management plan for the Schelde estuary. Overall ecosystem goals (both 
structural and functional) are defined and the different management options or explored. 
Management options include habitat restoration, changes in the hydraulics, water quality and 
-quantity management. 
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